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The predominant strain of empirical literature in political science has always been at least pessimistic about this question. The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960) , the ur-text for survey-based analysis of political behavior, revealed a shocking lack of engagement, awareness, and discipline in the views that members of the mass electorate hold on politics and political issues. Generations of scholars in American voter behavior have reinforced, refined, and elaborated this point. This literature has evolved to an unqualified negative assessment: Democracy for Realists (Achen and Bartels 2016) flatly declares that "elections do not produce responsive government" before one even opens the book.
To accountability pessimists, the accepted diagnosis for this unfortunate state of affairs turns ultimately on the limitations of individual voters. Of course, most pessimists acknowledge that the pressing demands of everyday life, combined with the collective nature of political activity, create a strong incentive for rational ignorance (e.g., Achen and Bartels 2016) . Part of the problem, then, is that a collective action problem among rational voters induces them to free ride on others to do the trench work of holding officials accountable, thus leaving too few of them to do it effectively. But to many pessimists, the problem goes much deeper: voters, as ordinary people acting in a political capacity, have an unsophisticated understanding of how issues fit together, a defective architecture for assessing political uncertainties, and deep biases in seeking and parsing information about political performance. In other words, citizens as voters are victim to many of the same cognitive limitations and defects that they face in all facets of life. Solving the collective action problem that underlies rational ignorance cannot change these defects; ultimately there are psychological limits of accountability, not just strategic ones. to some events-the ones deemed "relevant" by a scholar. Voters particularly affected by a policy would know more about it and cast their votes based on it. Repeatedly and spectacularly, voters have failed to conform to that standard. The result may be the only academic literature in which everyone understands "Homeric" to connote an oafish, short-sighted, ignorant cartoon character, held as a fitting metaphor for our objects of study (cf. Bartels 2005) .
The Dialogue in Electoral Accountability Research
However, for much of this literature's history, an important minority position existed. Downs (1957) , of course, in empirical innocence, simply assumed the rationality of voters, and the coherence of their issue positions collapsed to a single dimension. More subversively, because in direct dialogue with the Michigan School, Key et al. (1966) laid out "the perverse and unorthodox argument...that voters are not fools." Fiorina (1981) , Sniderman et al. (1991) , Page and Shapiro (1992) , Popkin (1994) , Lau and Redlawsk (1997), and Alvarez (1998) all provided significant, empirically grounded statements consistent with this proposition.
Of course, the rationality of individual voters is neither necessary nor sufficient for an affirmative answer to The Democratic Dilemma's subtitle question. More explicitly than their strictest rational choice predecessors, Lupia and McCubbins (1998) The Democratic Dilemma is important because it showed this clearly, with several features that are unusual in this field. First, it explicitly considered the strategic interaction of elites and voters. One of the core questions of this book is not just whether voters can parse information, but whether they can parse biased information provided by self-serving elites against the background of goal conflict. This is crucial to understanding the prospects for real-world accountability, but no prior work in the literature gave any cause for optimism in such a context. Second, its research design is based primarily on the rarefied but controlled setting of a laboratory experiment. This allows for unparalleled control over the decision context, so that alternative explanations besides the efficacy of voters can be ruled out. Third, The Democratic Dilemma emphasized the institutional foundations of political accountability, taking the psychological capabilities of voters largely as given. This is important because voters' cognitive architecture seems to be much harder to change than formal institutions; thus, a reasonable approach to improving accountability is to make those institutions work as well as possible given that architecture. Fourth, the cognitive architecture assumed in The Democratic Dilemma is decidedly short of the standard of full rationality.
But the importance of The Democratic Dilemma has been amplified by the last 20 years of political science research on electoral accountability. It stands now as one of the last major empirical statements of accountability optimism in the political science literature on voter behavior. For 40 years after the publication of The American Voter, the accountability pessimists and optimists were engaged in a dialogue. The pessimists, as the far larger contingent, were in the driver's seat. Nevertheless, the literature was punctuated by important counterpoints from optimists. The optimists largely accepted the empirical findings of the literature, but offered their own with a sharply contrasting interpretation of the prospects for accountability. Working ultimately in a comparable empirical idiom, these strands pushed each other to make clearer theoretical statements and devise more discriminating empirical tests. This may or may not be "progress" in the sense of philosophy of science, and the existence of two competing strands of the literature implies a lack of consolidation on a single dominant paradigm, but the engagement was good for both sides of it. In addition to adding some clarity to the theoretical claims and empirical tests, the engagement across this divide supported circumspection by each camp about proposed institutional reforms. It is easier to hedge one's bets about the value of grand institutional reforms when one engages with colleagues in a mutually accepted format in which neither side has obviously yet prevailed. Now, the debate between optimists and pessimists seems to be largely over in political science, or at least on hiatus, and the pessimists have won (cf. the symposium on Democracy for Realists in Critical Review, vol. 30, 2018) .
Accountability Optimism Resurgent
In fact, it is premature to declare a winner in the debate (more so to declare it irrelevant).
A literature has continued to flourish that highlights the efficacy of voters in holding politicians accountable. An empirical strand has taken root, much of it in economics.
Numerous papers in this strand have shown that when a group of people is empowered to vote, public policy outcomes shift in the interest of that group-and these shifts are mediated by increases in the effected group's turnout.
2 For example, Cascio and Washington (2014) show that the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which removed literacy tests for voter registration, increased blacks' share of public spending. Focusing on the US county level, they find that the VRA's removal of literacy tests increased voter turnout, and increases state transfers that benefit black voters, compared to similar counties in states that had no literacy test. Similarly, women's suffrage has been found to increase social spending by state governments, and public health and child welfare spending in particular, as well as the ideological slant of elected officials' voting records (Lott and Kenny 1999; Miller 2008 ). This effects are consistent with longstanding evidence that women are more actuated than men by social dimensions of public policy. Focusing on Brazil, Fujiwara (2015) shows that electronic voting technology effectively enfranchised poor and less educated citizens, which in turn shifted public spending in the interest of these groups. In particular, government spending on health care increased, with corresponding increases in utilization and beneficial outcomes for the less educated.
In political science, a smaller literature on accountability optimism has begun to develop. These papers take as given the empirical evidence marshaled by pessimists, 3 and show that it is actually consistent with electoral accountability operating about as well as could be expected in light of postulated information asymmetries. If the pessimistic literature from opinion surveys implicitly asks, "Given our theory of rational voter behavior, how well do actual voters conform to it?," this newer literature asks, "Given the actual behavior of voters, in what sense might it be rational?"
For example, Ashworth et al. (2018) consider the broad finding that voters respond to events outside the control of politicians-most famously droughts, shark attacks and the like-and thus seem to blame politicians for events they cannot possibly control. This "blind retrospection" (Achen and Bartels 2016) not only seems clearly irrational, but also damaging for electoral accountability. Ashworth et al. (2018) note that while the event itself may be outside a politician's control, the effects of it are not: they depend on the quality of preparedness, mitigation, relief-all in turn dependent on policy and organizational skill of political leaders. Therefore, exogenous events provide information about those skills. When the information is bad, a rational voter responds by punishing incumbent politicians who might be reelected in the absence of the exogenous event.
This creates exactly the correlation between natural disasters and incumbent punishment documented by pessimists, but with a dramatically more optimistic interpretation about prospects for effective electoral accountability.
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Gailmard and Patty (2018) similarly take as given the empirical evidence of supposed voter pathologies-in this case, from Healy and Malhotra (2009) showing that voters reward incumbents for disaster relief efforts but not for disaster prevention, which has been interpreted as a sign of voter myopia. We argue that voters probably are less informed than politicians about the need for prevention efforts, but may also believe that some politicians are "corrupt" in that they benefit from prevention spending even when it is not publicly useful. In view of these beliefs, a rational voter would take prevention spending as bad news about incumbent corruption; strategic incumbents, in turn, underprovide it. On the other hand, since voters directly experience harm when disaster damage occurs, they know exactly when relief efforts are beneficial to them, and have no trouble holding incumbents accountable for providing disaster relief when necessary. The result corresponds to empirical evidence that relief efforts are plentiful and electorally rewarded, while prevention efforts are neither. However, there is nothing Panglossian about these results, and the "optimism" they deliver must be qualified. Consistent with empirical evidence, we assume that prevention spending is more effective than relief; thus its underprovision reflects a real loss of welfare. While we show that empirical evidence is consistent with electoral accountability operating as well as it possibly can, given the information asymmetries between voters and politicians, this does not imply that it produces objectively good policy. It does imply that no other institution, short of one that magically eliminates incentive conflicts and information asymmetries, could better deliver on voters' interests. 
Conclusion: Reviving the Dialogue
These arguments provide reason enough to continue the dialogue about electoral accountability. Unfortunately, the optimists and pessimists now labor in mutual ignorance to a greater extent than in the past. 5 This is undesirable for the electoral accountability literature as a whole. The empirical literature in economics is unconnected to the political behavior literature's canonical themes of mass civic engagement and ideological consistency. For a reduced form estimate of the effect of a turnout change on policy outcomes, one can argue that these themes are superfluous. Yet the voting booth cannot be left theoretically as a black box; we need to understand how these voters understand their choices; how they incorporate information about policy responses; whether there are other, countervailing policy effects not picked up by voters (or the research); whether an-ticipation of voter behavior by politicians drives the results; etc. In political science, the pessimists need to understand the plasticity of interpretations consistent with their data, which in turn imply that their normative arguments about democratic theory and institutional reform-which rest on one specific interpretation-are less compelling than they may first appear. And we formal theorists seeking to advance a qualified optimism need to understand that taking existing empirical findings as stylized facts to be reproduced in models will be less convincing to our behaviorally inclined colleagues than deriving novel implications to be confronted with new data. widespread departures of the views of ordinary voters from those of economists; he therefore concludes that voters are irrational. To Caplan, the best that elections can do is fail to produce responsive government.
Of course, it is apparent that policy does not always work out as economists anticipate for a number of reasons, so the conclusion, while apparently emotionally satisfying to many readers, is dubious. In the rest of this essay, I assume that responsiveness of government to the considered positions of voters would be a good thing.
2 More generally, this literature argues that robust electoral institutions make for better accountability, which echoes The Democratic Dilemma's emphasis on the institutional roots of electoral accountability.
3 An important literature also questions the extent of pessimistic evidence in strategically realistic settings, e.g. Druckman (2004) shows that voter incoherence due to framing effects may dissipate in competitive environments. See also Fowler and Hall (2018) for a critique of the evidence behind recent pessimism.
4 Of course, one of the important points about Achen and Bartel's shark attacks finding is that federal officials were held accountable despite clearly causing neither the event nor the policy response. There is no trouble in explaining the decision of voters to do so as a product of uncertainty about policy responsibilit, and such an explanation converges naturally with their emphasis of rational ignorance. It seems tempting to conclude that accountability would be clearly better if information for voters were "cheaper," but this is not so; cf. Ashworth and Bueno De Mesquita (2014) .
5 The exchange between Fowler and Hall (2018) and Achen and Bartels (2018) is a recent example of increased mutual engagement. However, for full disclosure I note that I was the field editor at JOP handling these papers, so their publication is not independent of the points made here.
